Abstract. We performed three experiments to examine the role of mothers in the development of litter-mate preferences in captive juvenile Belding's ground squirrels, Spermophilus beldingi. First, when observed in the absence of mothers, juveniles did not play preferentially with litter-mates, which suggests that mothers somehow influence the ontogeny of litter-mate preferences. Second, when mothers were present but unable to intervene in social interactions, juveniles displayed litter-mate preferences, which suggests that mothers do not influence their offsprings' social development by directly intervening in social interactions. In another group, mothers were removed daily, a few hours before nocturnal immergence, and returned the following morning. Juveniles in this group did not display litter-mate preferences and at night they occupied burrows with many more non-litter-mates than litter-mates. These results suggest that associating with non-litter-mates can compromise the development of litter-mate preferences, and implies that mothers indirectly influence social development by affecting the identities of sleeping partners. Third, newly emergent juveniles that interacted only with litter-mates for 3 days in the absence of mothers subsequently preferred litter-mates over non-littermates as play partners. This result demonstrates that once litter-mate preferences are instilled, due in part to social experiences during juveniles' initial days above-ground, the preferences are expressed even in the absence of mothers. Collectively, the results demonstrate that the presence of S. beldingi mothers is important to juvenile social development, but that mothers do not actively direct the ontogeny of their offsprings' social relationships.
Mammalian mothers play a prominent role in the early development of their offspring by providing young with nutrients, heat and protection, among other important resources (e.g. Gubernick & Klopfer 1981; Clutton Brock 1991) . Besides affecting the physical development of their offspring, mothers can affect the acquisition of critical behavioural skills by a variety of learning processes (imitation, social facilitation, local enhancement; Galef 1988). Examples of such maternal effects are apparent in the development of hunting skills in felids (Caro 1994), antipredator skills in rodents (Mateo & Holmes 1997) and locomotory skills in primates (Maestripieri 1995).
Mammalian mothers can also influence the ontogeny of their offsprings' social relationships (e.g. Swartz & Rosenblum 1981; Chalmers 1983) . Such effects are apparent, for example, in motherinfant separation studies (Harlow 1958) , which show that separation for even brief periods can have measurable behavioural effects years after the separation (Hinde & Spencer-Booth 1971) . In some species, mothers actively intervene in the social world of their developing young by allowing or preventing their offspring from interacting with various conspecifics (de Waal 1990; Drea et al. 1996) . Interventions are regulatory processes, often behavioural in nature, by which one individual attempts to prevent, hinder or stop two other individuals from interacting (e.g. Schilder 1990). Interventions have proximate consequences (e.g. increasing or decreasing the likelihood that two individuals will interact) as well as functional consequences. In vervet monkeys, Cercopithecus aethiops, for instance, maternal intervention is
